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Nezami Ganjavi's epic Khosrow and Shirin, despite its historical and
lyrical structure, contains hidden layers of mythological elements. This
article employs a descriptive-analytical method to examine the
mythological substructure of the story of Khosrow and Shirin, proposing a
hypothesis that this narrative derives from the ancient archetype of the
marriage between the peri (fairy) and the hero. In this framework, Shirin
is analyzed as a manifestation of the peri in mythology, with attributes
such as supernatural beauty, enchantment, connection with water, shape-
shifting, a desire for fertility through heroes, and possession of treasure
and many servants being attributed to her. Similarly, symbols like Shirin’s
connection with lions, horses, and remote palaces further emphasize her
peri-like qualities. This mythological interpretation adds internal
coherence to the elements of the story and offers a deeper understanding
of the text. The present paper argues that the enduring appeal of the
Khosrow and Shirin narrative lies not only in Nezami’s storytelling
prowess but also in its unconscious connection to mythological structures
embedded in Iranian culture. This research also addresses questions about
how archetypal motifs continue to persist in classical Persian literature.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Nezami Ganjavi’s Khosrow and Shirin is one of the most distinguished works of Persian lyrical
literature and has traditionally been examined within frameworks such as earthly love, poetic
historiography, royal ethics, and power relations. However, beneath its romantic narrative, this work
contains underlying elements and signs that operate beyond conventional narrative logic and can be
fully understood only through mythological and archetypal approaches. Many events, actions, and
character traits—especially those related to Shirin—have either been overlooked in conventional
readings or explained through inconsistent and insufficient interpretations.

The present study seeks to demonstrate that Khosrow and Shirin is not merely a historical-romantic
narrative, but rather a literary reworking of an ancient mythological motif found in Iranian and Indo-
European traditions: the marriage of fairies with heroes or warriors. In this pattern, a supernatural
female figure associated with the domains of nature—such as water, fertility, treasure, and symbolic
animals—forms a union with a human hero, a union that often culminates in a tragic outcome. By
focusing on an analysis of Shirin’s character, this article examines her as a literary continuation of the
mythological peri (fairy) and argues that many of the narrative ambiguities of the story gain coherence
and meaning when viewed through this mythological deep structure. The central question of the
research concerns what textual evidence in Khosrow and Shirin supports the hypothesis that the
narrative is derived from the motif of fairy—hero marriage, and what insights this mythological reading
offers for a deeper understanding of the story.

Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive—analytical approach and is based on close intra-textual analysis. The
data are extracted from the text of Khosrow and Shirin and compared with established mythological
patterns, particularly studies concerning fairies in Iranian and Indo-European mythologies. The
theoretical framework draws on approaches that emphasize the unconscious continuity of myth in
written literature and regard myth as a dynamic structure that undergoes transformation in the
transition from oral to written culture. The sources include mythological texts, previous research on
fairies in Iranian culture, and scholarship related to mythological dimensions in Nezami’s works.

Discussion

The textual analysis indicates that Shirin’s character in Khosrow and Shirin closely corresponds in
many respects to the image of the fairy (peri) in ancient Iranian and Indo-European myths. The
foremost and most striking sign is Shirin’s extraordinary and supra-human beauty—one that goes
beyond rhetorical description and functions mythologically as a compelling force capable of
transforming the actions and destiny of heroes. This attribute recalls mythical fairies whose sudden
visual manifestation disrupts human reason and volition, drawing the hero into a realm beyond the
ordinary order of the world.

One of the most significant mythological features of Shirin’s portrayal is her persistent and explicit
association with the element of water. Her presence by springs, her bathing in clear water, and her
direct characterization as the “water of life” evoke the role of water fairies as goddesses of fertility and
generation. These scenes are not only among the aesthetic high points of the narrative but also point to
its mythological deep structure, in which water serves as a mediating element between the human
world and the supernatural realm. Notably, Khosrow’s moment of falling in love occurs precisely
within this liminal setting.
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Alongside water, motifs of festivity, pleasure, and music further align Shirin with fairy imagery. The
constant presence of wine-drinking assemblies, musicians, and the narrative’s reliance on the melodies
of Barbad and Nakisa recall the banquets hosted by fairies in epic and folkloric traditions. This
association between fairies and music may be seen as a remnant of ancient goddesses of pleasure and
sensual delight.

Shirin’s wealth, treasure, and magnificent lifestyle also constitute significant signs of her fairy-like
nature. Her reception of royal treasure, possession of abundant jewels, and control over the treasuries
of Barda“ place her in the position of an autonomous lady and ruler of her own domain—a status
consistent with depictions of treasure-guarding fairies in mythological sources. Moreover, the frequent
mention of numerous attendants and companions surrounding Shirin reflects mythical narratives in
which fairies are accompanied by retinues of servants.

Finally, Shirin’s relationships with Khosrow and Farhad can be interpreted through the archetypal
pattern of fairy—hero union, in which involvement with a supernatural being subjects the hero to trials,
suffering, and ultimately a tragic fate. Accordingly, Khosrow’s death—brought about directly or
indirectly by his son—appears not merely as a historical or moral event, but as the inevitable
consequence of transgressing the boundary between the human world and the mythological realm.
This reading demonstrates that Nezami’s narrative, beneath its romantic surface, rests upon a coherent
and ancient structural foundation that grants the story depth, unity, and enduring power.

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that Khosrow and Shirin possesses a mythological deep structure
derived from the ancient motif of fairy—hero marriage, and that Shirin can be regarded as a literary
continuation of fairies in Iranian and Indo-European mythologies. This mythological interpretation
reveals the internal coherence of the narrative and renders many of its ambiguities comprehensible.
The study concludes that the lasting influence and significance of Khosrow and Shirin stem not only
from Nezami’s narrative and linguistic mastery, but also from the work’s profound connection with
the collective unconscious and the mythological structures embedded in Iranian culture. The article
thus suggests that classical Persian literature may be viewed as a domain for the continuity and
transformation of myths, where archetypes survive in renewed forms. From this perspective,
mythological approaches can open new horizons for future research on Nezami’s works and other
classical Persian texts.

Keywords: Khosrow and Shirin, Nezami Ganjavi, Archetypal Motif, Peri, Hero.
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